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NO MORE SILENZIO: THE PORTRAYAL OF DISABILITY WITHIN
LUCA
Lauren Le
Within the film industry, there has been a consistently severe lack of
representation for the disabled community. In fact, they likely still receive the
least amount of media representation compared to other marginalized
communities. In an analysis of films from 2007 to 2018, only 1.6% of
speaking characters were depicted with a disability (Smith et al. 5). To make
matters worse, the few existing portrayals are often problematic and offensive
since they continue to fuel long-standing disability tropes. Many disabled
characters serve no valuable purpose to the plot other than guiding their
nondisabled counterparts on a journey to self-improvement. In addition, it
can be difficult for adolescents with disabilities to feel “seen” and
comfortable within their community when they are frequently depicted on
screen as either villains, helpless victims, or paragons of innocence and
righteousness. Despite all these negative stereotypes and tropes, I have reason
to believe that a wave of accurate and diversified portrayals will be making its
way to our screens soon, if it has not already begun. In Luca, Pixar’s latest
animated movie, its filmmakers have provided genuine and organic
representation toward the disabled community with the incorporation of their
character Massimo. Although Massimo is only a supporting character within
the film, his carefully crafted storyline makes it possible for his disability to
never serve as his sole defining trait.
Luca is a coming-of-age story that follows the journey of Luca Paguro,
a young sea monster who lives near the Italian city of Portorosso. Luca’s
parents have forbidden him to travel to the surface of the water out of fear
for his safety, but Luca disobeys their wishes when Alberto, another young
sea monster, presents him with the chance to walk as a human on the dry
land. Luca and Alberto’s secret lives on the dry land are eventually discovered
by Luca’s parents who now want to send Luca to live in the deep sea. In
retaliation, Luca runs away with Alberto to Portorosso and they befriend
Giulia, a young girl who inadvertently prevents the boys’ identities as sea
monsters from being exposed, and Massimo, Giulia’s father who has a limb
difference. While Luca’s parents navigate up to the surface to search for their
missing son, the three children decide to enter the Portorosso Cup Triathlon
in hopes of using the prize money to buy a Vespa. Alberto however drops out
of the triathlon after becoming increasingly jealous of Luca’s newfound
friendship with Giulia. On the day of the event, rain almost prevents Luca
from finishing the race, but Alberto shows up to protect him from getting
wet and turning into a sea monster. Chaos ensues after Luca crosses the finish
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line and his and Alberto’s identities are swiftly revealed. The townspeople
attempt to kill Luca and Alberto before Massimo defends them by calling
them his friends and acknowledging their humanity. The townspeople
eventually change their mind about the boys and choose to instead happily
accept them into the community despite their differences. Luca ends up
reuniting with his family and the children purchase a Vespa, but Alberto
quickly sells it to buy Luca a train ticket so that he can attend school with
Giulia. Luca’s parents are supportive of this decision and the film ends with a
tearful goodbye as Luca and Giulia board the train to leave (Luca).
Despite having a minimal amount of screentime and a status as a
supporting character, Massimo manages to leave his mark on the film and
normalize disabilities to young, adolescent audiences. Luca has been
consistently highlighted by film critics as a positive representation of disability
since Massimo’s limb difference never becomes a defining characteristic. His
disability is only explicitly addressed once within the film and his
characterization primarily focuses on his love for his daughter and his passion
for fishing. During the film, it is evident that he “handle[s] his limb difference
deftly” since it does not affect any aspects within his daily life (Zornosa).
While on a fishing trip with Luca and Alberto, he is able to complete all of his
fisherman duties without any difficulty. The young boys are both impressed
and in shock by Massimo, but not because he was a disabled man who could
complete a simple task. They were instead awed by his excellent fishing skills,
which would be considered impressive for anyone, disabled or non-disabled
(Luca 0:44:20-0:44:30).
It can also be inferred that Massimo is a respected member of his
community since he was able to persuade the citizens of Portorosso to let go
of their fear and disgust toward sea monsters (Luca 1:17:31-1:17:51). The
citizens’ change of opinions was not an act of pity or support towards the
disabled character. I would argue instead that the townspeople listened to
Massimo’s speech and took it to heart because of its content and logic. When
disability is presented in a “familiar [or] even mundane” way in “the lives of…
successful, happy, well-adjusted people”, an audience views the topic in a less
negative light (Garland-Thomson 72). An audience can begin to rethink the
“oppressive and discriminatory attitudes” they previously held and shift them
in order to accept the fact that disability is a normal and ordinary part of life
(Garland-Thomson 72). Luca’s portrayal of Massimo will have positive
impacts on all members of its broad audience. Young, disabled children have
finally received media representation that does not ostracize them from their
community or perpetuate longstanding stereotypes and tropes. Additionally, a
nondisabled audience will be able to both learn and recognize that a disability
is only part of one's character and that it does not fully define someone.
The character of Massimo was carefully crafted and planned out by
the film’s director and production team. Enrico Casarosa, Luca’s director,
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stated in an interview with the New York Times that he wanted casual disability
representation within the film (Zornosa). Massimo’s limb difference is never
actively hidden from the audience, but it is mentioned minimally because his
plotline was never meant to revolve around it. The production team was
initially conflicted about how exactly they would portray Massimo’s disability.
In Casarosa’s original plan, the film would have explained that Massimo lost
his arm fighting in a battle. This storyline would have made narrative sense
since Luca ultimately takes place in postwar Italy. Massimo would have been
modeled after Italo Calvino, an antifascist journalist who fought with the
Italian resistance in World War II (Zoronsa). Historically, war has often been
utilized to both “[produce] and [valorize] certain forms of disability” (Couser
451). It can also be used to create tragic, heart aching backstories for disabled
characters and evoke an emotional response from the audience. Many
characters in our media are noted to be “suffering” due to either the physical
or emotional disabilities they have gained from battle.
The initial plan for Massimo’s storyline was neglected when the
production team met with Jim LeBrecht, a disability rights activist and the codirector of the Oscar-nominated film Crip Camp. LeBrecht suggested to the
producers that Luca should instead acknowledge that Massimo was born with
his limb difference. He was against the inclusion of the war storyline because
he worried that it would lead to even more negative representation for the
disabled community. LeBrecht wanted Luca shift away from the film
industry’s typical response to use a disability to craft a character’s tragic
backstory. This impactful narrative choice ultimately helps convey that the
disabled community is “part of the fabric of society” and that they do not
have to be defined by their disabilities (Zornosa). Additionally, children who
were born with disabilities finally have positive representation since the film
does not revolve around a tragic storyline or the “trauma” of becoming
disabled after birth.
In the conclusion of the 2020 documentary Code of the Freaks, activist
Mat Fraser comments on how the members of the disabled community must
be willing to work with the entertainment industry in order to shape today’s
media (Code 1:07:02-1:08:05). As demonstrated by the collaboration with Jim
LeBrecht, Luca has been able to provide a positive representation of disability
within its storyline and content. The experiences of our disabled community
need to be portrayed more accurately within the media. It is also crucial that
we as a society both seek out and listen to the insight from disabled content
creators. By continuously doing both of these actions, I believe that we will
be able to enter a new age that is filled with positive portrayals of disability. I
sincerely hope that future filmmakers learn from Luca’s production team to
turn this future into a quick reality.
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